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Introduction

The Roman domus was an urban house associated especially with prosperous and elite households. It
was not a single standardized floor plan. Houses differed according to the wealth of the owner, the
size and shape of the plot, local building traditions, climate, date, and the number of times a building
was altered. The remains at Pompeii and Herculaneum preserve particularly rich evidence because
the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 CE sealed buildings and their contents, but those towns cannot
represent every Roman city or every period of Roman history.

A domus was more than private shelter. It was a place where family life, household labor, economic
activity, religious practice, political relationships, and public display met. Its rooms directed
movement and visibility. Architecture helped the owner present ancestry, taste, wealth, and
authority, while enslaved workers and dependents sustained the household behind that display.
Understanding the domus therefore requires attention to social function as well as architectural
terminology.

The House Within the Roman City

Roman cities contained many forms of housing. Most urban residents did not occupy a large domus.
Apartment buildings known as insulae, small shops with rooms, workshops, rented spaces, and
modest houses accommodated a much broader population. The domus occupied the upper end of this
spectrum and often opened directly onto a busy street. Shops called tabernae could be incorporated
into the street frontage and rented out or connected with the household’s business. (Becker; Ellis)

The facade frequently revealed less than the interior. A relatively closed street wall protected the
house and controlled entry, while light and air came through internal courts and gardens. The
entrance corridor, or fauces, created an axial view toward the atrium and sometimes farther into the
house. This visual sequence was carefully managed. A visitor could be impressed by paintings,
mosaics, columns, water, and glimpses of garden space before gaining access to more restricted
areas.

The Atrium and the Public Face of the Household

The atrium was a characteristic feature of many Italian domus houses. It functioned as a circulation
space, reception area, and setting for household identity. The head of an elite household could
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receive clients in the morning ritual known as the salutatio. These relationships of patronage linked
domestic space to politics and business. The atrium could display ancestral images, family records,
trophies, valuable furniture, and religious shrines.

The atrium was not merely a waiting room. Household members, visitors, servants, and clients
crossed it for different purposes. Its apparent openness was governed by status. A powerful visitor
might be led quickly toward a reception room, while a petitioner could remain near the entrance.
Doors, curtains, thresholds, changes in floor decoration, and the presence of attendants marked
degrees of access.

A shrine to the household gods, generally called a /ararium, might appear in the atrium, kitchen,
garden, or another location. Domestic religion honored protective deities, ancestors, and the welfare
of the household. The placement of shrines varied, and not every ritual occurred in the same room.

Compluvium and Impluvium

Many atria had an opening in the roof called the compluvium. Rainwater fell through the opening into
a basin in the floor called the impluvium. Water could then be directed to a cistern for household use.
The arrangement also admitted light and encouraged ventilation. It created a dramatic relationship
between architecture and weather: sunlight, rain, and reflections animated the central space.

The system should not be romanticized as a complete water supply. Elite houses could also connect
to aqueduct-fed distribution where available, and wells, fountains, stored water, and deliveries served
different needs. The impluvium was practical, but it also became decorative. Marble linings, mosaics,
sculpture, and fountains transformed water management into visual display.

Atrium Types Described by Vitruvius

The Roman architect Vitruvius described several atrium forms. The Tuscan atrium used roof beams
arranged without internal columns. The tetrastyle atrium employed four columns near the corners of
the impluvium to support the roof. The Corinthian atrium used more columns and generally created a
larger, more elaborate effect. Vitruvius also discussed roofed and displuviate arrangements.
(Vitruvius)

These categories are valuable, but archaeological houses do not always fit them neatly. Buildings
were remodeled, roof structures rarely survive, and modern reconstructions depend on evidence from
walls, column bases, drainage, and comparisons. The labels should therefore be treated as analytical
types rather than a rigid sequence through which every house developed.
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Tablinum, Alae, Cubicula, and Dining Rooms

The tablinum was a major room associated with the atrium and often positioned on the main visual
axis. It could serve as an office, reception room, or place for records and family display. Its openness
toward the atrium and garden could be controlled with doors or curtains. The alae, or wings, opened
from the sides of the atrium and may have supported circulation or display.

Small rooms traditionally identified as cubicula are often called bedrooms, but room function was
flexible. Furniture was movable, and the same room might support sleeping, storage, private
conversation, or sexual activity at different times. Archaeologists infer use from decoration, position,
contents, and wear, yet the eruption deposit does not always preserve an ordinary day.

Dining rooms, known as triclinia, were central to elite hospitality. Guests reclined on couches
arranged around a table, and the host used food, service, decoration, and entertainment to
demonstrate refinement. Houses could contain dining rooms suited to different seasons. A room
opening toward a garden might be used in warm weather, while a more enclosed space offered
comfort in cooler conditions.

The Peristyle and Hellenistic Influence

From the later Republic onward, many wealthy Italian houses incorporated peristyle gardens inspired
by Greek and Hellenistic architecture. A colonnaded walkway surrounded an open courtyard planted
with trees, shrubs, flowers, and herbs. Fountains, pools, sculpture, and wall painting extended the
illusion of landscape. The peristyle increased light and ventilation while providing settings for dining,
leisure, conversation, and display.

The addition of a peristyle did not simply replace the atrium. In many houses, the two coexisted. The
atrium maintained associations with ancestry, clients, and formal reception, while the garden complex
expressed cultivated leisure and command of Mediterranean artistic traditions. The axial view from
entrance to garden allowed an owner to unite these messages in a single visual experience.

Decoration and the Construction of Status

Wall paintings, mosaics, marble revetments, sculpture, stucco, and painted ceilings shaped the
meaning of rooms. Decorative schemes could imitate expensive stone, create architectural fantasies,
represent mythology, display landscapes, or depict still life. The quality and subject of decoration
varied by room and owner. A small space could be made visually expansive through painted columns
and distant vistas. (Clarke; Wallace-Hadrill)

Decoration was not a transparent index of wealth. Owners reused older paintings, remodeled
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selectively, purchased secondhand objects, and made choices according to taste and opportunity. Nor
was every image intended for all viewers. Mythological scenes could invite educated interpretation
during dining, while erotic or comic images might suit particular social settings.

Household Labor and Enslaved People

The polished public image of the domus depended on labor. Enslaved and freed people cooked,
cleaned, carried water, kept accounts, guarded doors, cared for children, maintained clothing, served
meals, and managed commercial activities. Their sleeping spaces are difficult to identify because they
may have used corridors, service rooms, mezzanines, kitchens, or temporary bedding. Archaeology
has often labeled rooms from the perspective of owners and guests, leaving workers less visible.

Service routes were not always completely separated from elite circulation. Workers moved through
the same courts and rooms while performing different roles. Architecture organized hierarchy by
controlling who waited, who received, who served, and who could withdraw. A social history of the
domus must therefore include the unequal household that made elite domestic life possible.

Privacy in a Roman House

Modern categories of public and private do not map perfectly onto Roman domestic space. The house
was privately owned, but elite owners conducted public business within it. Bedrooms could host
meetings; gardens could stage formal dinners; shops could connect commerce to residence. Privacy
depended on time, social status, attendants, and the ability to control access rather than on a fixed
division between front and back.

Clients, friends, relatives, enslaved workers, tenants, craftsmen, and messengers entered for different
purposes. The same room could be public in the morning and intimate later in the day. This flexibility
explains why architecture alone cannot determine function without literary, material, and contextual
evidence.

Chronology and Architectural Change

Early Italian courtyard houses contributed to the development of the atrium form, while contact with
Greek cities and the wider Mediterranean introduced additional spatial and decorative traditions. By
the second and first centuries BCE, elite houses in places such as Pompeii could combine atrium-
centered plans with peristyles, multiple dining rooms, baths, libraries, and elaborate gardens.

Political change also affected domestic display. During the Republic, competition among aristocrats
made the house an important setting for patronage and electoral ambition. Under the Empire, the
emperor dominated political patronage, but local elites continued to use houses to negotiate status.
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Some later urban houses emphasized dining halls, apsidal reception rooms, fountains, and peristyles
more strongly than the traditional atrium.

Change was not linear. Older rooms were retained, subdivided, redecorated, or assigned new uses.
Earthquakes, inheritance, commercial pressure, and changing family needs altered buildings. The
House of the Faun, House of the Vettii, and other famous examples are historical accumulations
rather than untouched original designs.

Archaeological Evidence and Its Limits

Pompeii and Herculaneum preserve walls, paintings, mosaics, household objects, drainage, and street
relationships, but interpretation remains difficult. Objects may have been moved during evacuation or
rebuilding. Room names derived from Latin literature can make uncertain functions appear definite.
Wealthy houses are more likely to attract excavation and publication, while upper stories and poorer
dwellings are underrepresented.

Researchers therefore combine architecture with inscriptions, legal texts, literature, environmental
evidence, wear patterns, and comparison across sites. A domus should be reconstructed as a
changing household environment rather than a labeled diagram.

Conclusion

The Roman domus joined residence, business, ritual, labor, and political display. Its atrium,
impluvium, tablinum, dining rooms, cubicula, and peristyle formed a flexible sequence rather than a
universal plan. Architecture directed views and movement, allowing elite owners to present ancestry,
patronage, wealth, and cultural refinement. At the same time, the house depended on the often-
invisible work of enslaved and freed people. The domus changed across centuries and regions, and
the exceptional remains of Pompeii and Herculaneum must be interpreted carefully. It is best
understood not as a list of rooms but as a social institution built in stone, paint, water, and controlled
access.
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